Beyond anemia: the clinical impact of the physiologic effects of erythropoietin.
Although we have known that oxygen tension affects erythrocyte production since the 19th century, we have only recently begun to understand many subtleties of erythropoietin (EPO) physiology. EPO administration has allowed hundreds of thousands of patients to avoid transfusions. With the beneficial effects so apparent a detailed understanding of the full clinical physiology of this plasma factor seemed less important. However, the unanticipated increase in mortality found in recent randomized studies is prompting a reassessment of this view. We will review what is known about the physiology of this plasma factor that, it is now clear, is more than just an erythrocyte production factor.